Local public health departments: enablers of health information exchange.
Local public health departments, or LPHDs, are responsible for assessing and assuring the health of the communities they serve. This paper describes how LPHDs can take a leadership role to facilitate health information exchange within their jurisdictions. Their public status regulated by federal and state laws distinguishes LPHDs from all other healthcare providers and enables them to assume the role of a neutral party and coordinator of HIE initiatives. The authors recommend an incremental approach to data exchange based on the priorities of the care providers in a local community, utilizing existing public health infrastructure as a foundation for an HIE. This approach mitigates the risk and results in a series of short-term successes that build confidence and ensure ongoing community involvement and support. Health information exchange projects in Imperial and San Joaquin counties as well as their future plans and lessons learned are reviewed as examples of this model in practice.